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such	 individual	 growth	 and	 important	 life	 skills,	 like	 critical	 thinking.	
In	 fact	 the	 higher	 education	 has	 been	 criticized	 for	 not	 developing	 the	
competences	 specific	 for	 professional	 expertise,	 which	 are	 a	 necessary	
requirement	in	the	training	of	psychologists	in	Europe	today.	The	present	









are:	 team,	 communication,	 comparisons	 with	 other	 teams,	 feelings,	
group	 atmosphere,	 TBL	 method’s	 strengths,	 TBL	 method’s	 weaknesses	




TBL	 is	 a	 method	 much	 appreciated	 by	 students	 because	 improve	 their	
personal	growth.	They	identified	overall	positive	emotions	arising	from	the	
TBL	experience,	especially	in	relation	to	their	expectations	about	the	result	
of	 the	 final	 exam.	Generally,	 students	 appreciate	 TBL	 experience:	 teams	
are	described	with	a	positive	impression	of	teammates,	as	a	place	where	
mutual	listening	and	open	and	a	collaborative	atmosphere	are	experienced.
Conclusion:	 This	 study	 improves	 the	 lacking	 literature	 about	 the	
employment	of	TBL	in	psychology	classes	by	qualitative	approach.	
Keywords: Team	 based	 learning;	 Teamwork;	 Psychology	 students;	 Life	
skills;	Critical	thinking;	Work	groups;	Qualitative	research.
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Background
From small group to team
Small	group	work	is	a	learning	activity	that	provides	high	learner	
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of	 the	 group.	 A	 group	 becomes	 a	 team	 when	 the	 members	
need	spent	time	interacting	together,	resources,	a	task	becomes	
a	 common	 goal,	 and,	 lastly,	 they	 need	 frequent	 feedback	 on	











(1) Casual use: After	 some	time	spent	 lecturing	 the	 class,	
the	 teacher	 gives	 students	 some	 minutes	 to	 work	 together,	
discussing	a	question	or	solving	a	problem.	Then	the	teacher	asks	
some	of	 them	 to	 share	 the	 result	of	 their	work	with	 the	 class,	
explaining	 their	 answers.	 After	 this	 the	 teacher	 continues	 to	
teach	the	class.	




(3) Team-based learning (TBL): In	this	case	the	structure	of	the	
course	undergoes	a	change	in	order	to	develop	and	benefit	the	
elevated	 performances	 of	 learning	 teams.	 Working	 in	 teams	
encourages	students	 to	engage	 in	a	high	 level	of	effort	 in	 their	
learning.		




Team-based	 learning	 (TBL)	 is	 defined	 a	 set	 of	 instructional	
principles	designed	to	promote	the	effectiveness	of	 lectures	on	
small	 groups	working	 independently	 in	 large	 classes	 with	 high	
learners	 [1].	 Larry	 Michaelsen	 is	 the	 father	 of	 this	 approach.	
He	had	 the	 idea	because	he	wanted	 to	use	classroom	time	 for	
students	to	solve	the	problems	they	would	find	in	the	real	world	
[8].	When	 students	work	 in	 small	 groups,	 they	 are	 required	 to	
communicate	 and	 learn	 from	 each	 other,	 becoming	 actively	
engaged	in	the	task.	They	are	exposed	to	perspectives	different	
from	their	own	and,	thanks	to	that,	they	learn	more	effectively.	
When	 is	 employed	 correctly	 TBL	 transforms	 the	 small	 groups,	













skills	 to	 create	 a	 course	 that	 applies	 the	essential	 principles	 of	
TBL,	that	are	[16]:	groups	must	be	properly	formed	and	managed;	
students	 must	 be	 made	 accountable	 for	 their	 individual	 and	
group	 work;	 group	 assignments	 must	 promote	 both	 learning	
and	team	development;	students	must	get	frequent	and	regular	
performance	 feedback.	To	use	TBL	 the	 teacher	has	 to	 redesign	
his	course,	following	the	six	steps	characterizing	TBL	experience	
described	in	their	work	by	Parmelee,	Michaelsen	and	Cook	[17]:
Step 1:	 Advanced	 preparation	 out	 of	 class/individual	 study.	
Students	study	the	texts	indicated	by	the	teacher,	to	be	ready	to	
starting	 classes	 and	achieve	 the	 learning	 goal	 identified	by	 the	
teacher.
Step 2:	 Individual	 Readiness	 Assurance	 Test	 (iRAT).	 In	 class	
students	 must	 answer	 to	 a	 set	 of	 multiple-choice	 questions	
individually.	 The	 questions	 are	 focused	 on	 the	 concepts	 that	
student	need	to	know	to	solve	the	team	application	problem.	





during	 the	 tRAT.	At	 the	 end	 students	 have	 to	 feel	 equipped	 to	
solve	more	complex	problems.	







steps,	 because	 of	 working	 together,	 groups	 become	 more	
cohesive,	committed	to	team	success,	and	have	learned	how	to	
apply	 the	course	content	 to	 real-life	problems.	Michaelsen	and	
Sweet	[16]	sustain	that	near	the	course’s	end,	the	teacher	has	to	
consolidate	 and	 extend	 the	 students’	 understanding	 about	 the	
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understand	the	content	by	working	on	assignments	that	require	
them	 to	 use	 their	 knowledge.	 Secondly,	 small	 group	 teaching	








as	a	high-performance	 team.	Finally,	grading	 the	group	work	 is	
an	incentive	for	the	teams	to	spend	time	and	effort	in	doing	their	
best	to	produce	high	quality	outcome.	The	third	kind	of	learning	




Lastly,	 the	 use	 of	 small	 groups	 operates	 in	 helping	 students	 to	
understand	the	value	that	teamwork	can	have	in	solving	complex	
problems.	
Enhance critical thinking: a life skill rising from 
TBL
In	2007	the	American	Psychological	Association	(APA)	[19]	create	
the	Guidelines	 for	 the	Undergraduate	Psychology	Major.	 Those	
guidelines	 include	 critical	 thinking	 skills	 as	 a	 valued	 learning	
outcome	 and	 state	 that	 it	 should	 be	 employed	 along	 with	




perspective,	 whereas	 critical	 thinkers	 formulate	 clearly	 the	
questions	 and	 the	 problems	 that	 they	 raise,	 collect	 and	 value	
relevant	 information,	use	abstract	 ideas,	are	open-minded,	and	




material	because	 this	method	tends	 to	provide	a	 large	amount	
of	 information	whereas	 the	 students	 have	 a	 passive	 role	 [20].	
Active	learning,	in	addition	to	making	the	course	more	enjoyable,	
enhances	critical	thinking.	Duron	et	al.	[20]	developed	a	five-step	
model	 to	 lead	 students	 toward	 critical	 thinking.	 Its	 phases	 are	
very	similar	to	those	of	TBL:	determine	learning	objectives;	teach	
through	 questioning;	 practise	 before	 you	 assess;	 review,	 refine	
and	 improve;	 provide	 feedback	 and	 assessment	 of	 learning.	
Looking	 at	 this	 classification	 it	 is	 easy	 to	 understand	 that	 if	
these	 steps	 are	 capable	 of	 enhancing	 critical	 thinking,	 then	 so	
too	is	TBL,	because	of	the	analogy	of	the	steps	of	both	teaching	
processes.	 Employing	 critical	 thinking	 students	 are	 active,	 they	
understand	their	own	perspective	more	fully,	are	more	interested	
in	events	and	become	fairer	[21].	Critical	thinking	is	characterized	
by	 realizing	 the	 problem,	 being	 flexible	 in	 ones	 thinking	 and	







TBL	 method	 has	 been	 introduced	 because	 the	 importance	 of	
life	 skills	 (critical	 thinking,	 problem	 solving,	 time	management,	





the	 teaching	 model	 has	 been	 modified	 and	 focused	 more	 on	
students	 working	 in	 small	 groups	 rather	 than	 lecture	 classes,	
using	the	method	of	TBL	to	develop	student’s	skills.	The	present	
work	 goes	 beyond	 the	 employment	 of	 TBL	 method	 mainly	 in	
courses	 regarding	 healthcare,	 enriching	 the	 small	 number	 of	




about	 enhancement	 of	 their	 individual	 growth	 [23],	 critical	
thinking	 [24],	 and	 life	 skills	 by	 experience	 TBL	 method	 [9],	 in	
order	to	realise	which	topics	are	more	representative.	
Methodology
The modified TBL technique 
In	the	present	research	students	were	divided	into	small	groups	
using	 the	 following	 criteria:	 gender,	 residence,	 curricula	 of	
studies	 (development	 psychology	 or	 community	 psychology),	
age,	qualification,	high	school	they	attended,	grade	point	average	










Step 2:	 Students	 had	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 qualitative	 instrument	






was	 proposed	 in	 each	 TBL	 session	 and	 it	 consisted	 in	 create	
during	classes	the	instrument	of	qualitative	research	introduced	
by	 the	 teacher,	 i.e.	 semi-structured	 interview,	 EFI	 (eco-cultural	
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Step 4:	Teacher	clarification:	at	the	end	of	each	session	the	teacher	
clarified	the	questions	emerged	during	the	group	discussion.	
Step 5:	 Team	 application:	 every	 group	 of	 students	 chose	 a	

















The	 study	 used	 a	 qualitative	 method	 of	 the	 diary	 [26].	
Participants	were	asked	to	write	a	diary	about		experience	of	TBL	
method.	Students	had	to	reflect	and	write	about	their	personal	
experiences,	 their	 perceptions	 of	 personal	 development	 and	
acquired	capabilities,	their	relational	skills,	of	any	difficulties	they	
find	and	also	any	criticism	they	have.
The	 diary	 method	 was	 chosen	 because	 it	 is	 very	 suitable	 for	
studies	 that	 want	 to	 explore	 individual	 experiences	 because	 it	










information	 such	 as	 gender,	 age,	 medium	 point	 average,	 and	
residence.			
Procedures 
Students	 took	 the	 course	of	Qualitative	Methods	 following	 the	
six	 steps	of	modified	TBL	proposed	before.	 The	data	 collection	
procedure	complied	with	the	Research	Ethical	Code	of	the	Italian	
Association	 of	 Psychology,	 the	 informed	 consent	 protocol	 was	
provided	to	the	students	during	the	presentation	of	the	research’s	
aims	and	before	the	diaries	were	filled.	Students	were	informed	
about	 any	 aspects	 of	 the	 research	 that	might	make	 them	 feel	
they	do	not	want	to	give	their	informed	consent.	Students	were	
reassured	that	their	written	production	will	be	used	anonymously	
in	 compliance	with	 Italian	Law	on	Privacy	n.196/2003	and	 that	
they	will	be	aggregated	with	those	of	the	other	students.	
Data analysis
The	 content	 of	 the	 diaries	 was	 analysed	 using	 qualitative	
analysis	 software,	 NVivo	 9	 [29],	 based	 on	 the	 Grounded	
Theory	assumptions	 [30].	One	aspect	of	Grounded	Theory	was	









life	 skills	 by	 the	 TBL	 experience.	 Below	 were	 the	 meaningful	
transcripts	 of	 the	 students	 whose	 names	 were	 changed	 to	
ensure	 anonymity,	 furthermore,	 parenthetical	 was	 specified	
the	 frequencies	 and	 the	 percentage	 of	 the	 quotations.	 Firstly,	
the	topics	strictly	concerning	the	team	and	its	functioning	were	
reported.	
•	 Team (21 quotations, 10.3%): this	 topic	 included	 the	
reflections	that	the	members	of	the	groups	made	about	the	
team	dynamics	and	their	impressions	of	their	teammates.	
Participants	 paid	 attention	 to	 the	 group	 dynamics	 that	
were	 enacted	 during	 their	 meetings,	 in	 particular	 the	
negative	 ones,	 for	 example	 Carla	 (female),	 said:	 “The	








the	 group	who	doesn’t	 facilitate	 harmony.”	 In	 this	 topic	
were	also	mentioned	the	diarists’	 impressions	about	the	
other	members	of	 the	group	when	 they	meet	 together;	
usually	 these	 were	 positive	 opinions:	 for	 example,	
Stefania	 (female)	 said:	 “They	 seem	 motivated	 people”;	
Romina	(female),	said:	“It	seems	an	heterogeneous	group,	






•	 Communication (20 quotations, 9.9%): this	 was	 with	
regard	 to	 the	 participants’	 perspective	 about	 different	
ways	 of	 communicating	 between	 group	 members	 and	
their	mutual	listening	during	the	group	work.	Participants	
declared	 that	 when	 they	 weren’t	 together	 they	
communicate	by	email	–	 this	had	a	positive	connotation	
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(female)	wrote:	“We	communicate	often	by	mail	to	share	
scientific	 articles	 and	 ideas.”	 Also	 the	 communication	








•	 Comparison with other teams (20 quotations, 9.9%): 
participants	 met	 with	 members	 of	 other	 teams	 during	
classes	and	asked	about	their	experience,	then	they	made	
comparisons	with	their	own	team.	In	particular	there	were	






groups	 had	 the	 same	 problems,	 usually	 concerning	 the	




Secondly	 the	 topics	 concerning	 the	 emotional	 sphere	were	
reported:
•	 Feelings (30 quotations, 14.8%): the	 emotional	 topic	
considered	 the	 expectations	 about	 the	 outcome	 of	 the	
teamwork.	 Participants	 trust	 in	 other	 team	 members	




(female)	 affirmed:	 “I’m	 proud	 of	 me	 and	 my	 team,	 we	
are	working	hard!”	Furthermore	Sonia	(female)	wrote:	“I	
feel	 that	finding	an	achievable	 research	 topic	has	 raised	
everybody’s	morale.	I	feel	more	calm	–	maybe	doing	this	
assignment	won’t	be	impossible!”	
•	 Group atmosphere (25 quotations, 12.3%):	the	majority	
of	participants	declared	themselves	enthusiastic	about	the	
atmosphere	of	their	team,	and	were	usually	collaborative	
and	 open	 to	 the	 different	 contributions.	 Sandra,	 female	
in	 parenthesis	 wrote:	 “The	 meeting	 was	 productive,	
the	 listening	and	the	collaboration	 let	us	coordinate	our	
work;	each	member	is	responsible	for	the	sharing	of	the	
assignments;	 communication	 is	 circular.	 These	 aspects	
help	me	to	overcome	the	initial	difficulties”.	In	a	few	cases,	






and	 does	 not	 seem	 upset.”	 One	 more	 reason	 for	 the	
clashes	was	 the	excess	of	 zeal,	 understood	as	 a	wish	 to	
impose	 the	 individual	on	all	 the	other	members.	Valeria	
(female)	said:	“Today	there	was	conflict	within	the	team,	







•	 TBL method’s strengths (32 quotations, 15.8%): 
participants	 evaluated	 positive	 aspects	 of	 the	 TBL	
experience,	 stating	 that	 during	 the	 TBL	 experience	 they	
acquired	different	capabilities	working	in	a	group.	Simona	
(female)	 wrote:	 “In	 view	 of	 future	 work	 in	 the	 field	 of	
Psychology,	I	think	that	it	 is	very	useful	to	learn	to	share	
experiences	and	to	cooperate	with	people	different	from	
me”;	 on	 designing	 a	 project,	 Alessia	 (female)	 claimed:	
“I	 discovered	 how	 difficult	 it	 is	 to	 design	 and	 carry	 out	
a	 research	 project”;	 on	 knowing	 themselves	 better	 in	
quality	of	member	of	a	workgroup,	Tina	(female)	wrote:	
“I	 understand	 better	 certain	 aspects	 of	 myself	 that	 make	
me	 feel	 bad,	 such:	 excessive	 involvement,	 availability	 and	
the	fear	of	being	troublesome”	and	Irene	(female)	said:	“I’m	
really	shy	and	during	the	first	meeting	it	wasn’t	easy	for	me	
to	 introduce	my	 ideas,	 but	 gradually	 I	 opened	 up	more”;	





that	 enriched	 the	 result	 of	 group	work.	 	 Roberta	 (female)	
wrote:	“My	teammates	are	very	productive	and	 I	 feel	 that	
I	want	 to	be	productive	 too.	 I	want	 to	 study	and	 research	
to	make	my	contribution	to	our	team	and	our	project”,	and	
Sabrina	(female)	said:	“Each	member	brings	new	knowledge,	
perspectives;	 the	 competencies	 of	 one	 member	 fill	 the	
weaknesses	of	another	and	vice	versa.”			
•	 TBL method’s weaknesses (10 quotations, 4.9%): the one 
weakness	 that	 participants	 identified	 in	 the	 TBL	 method	





in	 areas	distant	 from	each	other	 and	 the	 commitments	 in	
addition	to	the	university	ones	–	such	as	 job,	family	–	that	
sometimes	 make	 it	 difficult	 to	 schedule	 the	 meetings.”	
However,	small	groups	solved	this	problem	thanks	to	Internet	
technologies	(for	example,	e-mail)	that	allowed	participants	
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Evaluation (45 quotations, 22.2%):	 in	 this	 category	 were	
included:	 evaluation	 of	 the	 teamwork	 experience;	 evaluation	
of	 teammates;	 evaluation	 of	 the	 teamwork.	 In	most	 cases	 the	
teamwork	experience	was	evaluated	 in	a	very	positive	way	 (40	
quotations,	 88.9%),	 was	 considered	 an	 enriching	 experience,	
because	 of	 the	 learned	 skills.	 For	 example	 Serena	 (female)	
affirmed:	 “It	was	 an	 experience	 that	 allowed	us	 to	 understand	




that	 participants	would	 used	more	 at	 university,	 Gianni	 (male)	




with	 a	 desire	 to	 engage	 and	 willing	 to	 listen,	 as	 I	 am”.	 Rarely	
participants	had	a	negative	opinion	about	 the	experience	 (only	
5	 quotations,	 11.1%)	 and	when	 it	 happened	 it	was	because	of	
the	egotistical	and	overbearing	attitude	of	a	member.	The	final	









From	 the	qualitative	analysis	 of	 the	diaries	 emerge	 the	 central	







to	work	 in	 group,	 to	 know	 themselves	 as	member	 of	 a	 group,	




of	 well-being	 arising	 from	 the	 TBL	 experience,	 especially	 in	
relation	to	their	expectations	about	the	result	of	the	final	exam.	
Generally,	 students	 appreciate	 TBL	 experience:	 teams	 are	
described	with	 a	 positive	 impression	of	 teammates,	 as	 a	 place	
where	mutual	listening	and	open	and	a	collaborative	atmosphere	
are	 experienced,	 demonstrating	 that	 a	 group	 become	 a	 team	
when	the	members	spent	time	interacting	together	and	that	the	
personal	involvement	can	increase	motivation	and	interest	in	the	




proposed,	by	active	 learning,	participants	 improve	 their	 critical	
thinking	 skills	 understanding	 more	 fully	 their	 own	 perspective	
and	becoming	more	 skeptical	and	curious,	 taking	 responsibility	
and	risks.	Participants	also	learn	to	work	in	a	group,	understand	
the	 value	 of	 team	 work	 in	 solving	 complex	 problems	 and	 to	
overcome	difficulties;	an	example	is	the	case	of	the	difficulty	for	
each	member	to	be	present	at	every	meeting.	This	problem	could	
be	a	 limitation	based	on	Fink	[3],	who	suggests	that	 it	 is	better	
that	the	team	works	just	in	class,	because	it	is	important	that	all	





solved	 this	 impasse	 by	 using	 e-mail,	 so	 they	 didn’t	 perceive	 a	
decrease	in	the	group	characteristics	of	the	assignments,	contrary	
to	work	of	Fink	 [3],	where	he	suggest	 that	 is	better	 for	a	 team	
to	work	exclusively	in	class.	Furthermore,	to	fill	 in	a	diary	could	










with	 the	 contents	of	 the	 course	 and	 also	with	 the	 TBL	 format.	
Zgheib	 et	 al.	 [9]	 find	 that	 students	 want	 more	 TBL	 courses	 in	
the	 future.	 These	 findings	 and	 the	 subtended	 efficacy	 can	 be	
explained	 by	 the	 improvement	 of	 skills	 [35]	 like	 interpersonal	
skills,	 professional	 competencies,	 effective	 communication,	
teamwork,	monitoring	of	group	dynamics	and	the	promotion	of	
deeper	learning.	
The	 present	 work	 go	 beyond	 the	 existing	 literature	 firstly	
because	 employs	 TBL,	 even	 though	 a	 modified	 version,	 to	
psychology	students,	whereas	usually	it	is	applied	in	health	care	
classes;	 secondly	 because	 contemplates	 students’	 perspectives	
and	 evaluations;	 lastly	 because	 the	 positive	 impression	 of	 its	
beneficiary,	 that	 is	demonstrated	by	 the	 low	percentage	of	 the	
negative	quotations	on	TBL’s	 evaluation	and	 its	weaknesses.	 In	
fact	 the	weaknesses	 emerged	 cannot	 be	 attributed	 specifically	
to	TBL	method,	but	to	the	criteria	used	to	create	the	team	(city	





it	 could	 be	 important	 to	 make	 a	 quantitative	 study	 to	 verify	
the	 benefit	 of	 TBL	method	making	 a	 comparison	 between	 the	
performances	 of	 students	 who	 took	 the	 same	 course	 with	
or	without	 the	 employment	of	 TBL,	 and	 if	 this	method	will	 be	
improved	in	the	university	system	verify	if	the	general	academic	
performances	 will	 be	 better	 than	 the	 years	 before,	 when	 TBL	
wasn’t	used.
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